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The Origins of Design Codes in England
Control over the built form of cities is an ancient practice and some of our best loved places are the result of the imposition of some degree of control through rules or codes, whether imposed by public agencies or private landowners. In England these include the streets and squares of Georgian London and the circuses and crescents of Bath, although Larkham (2001) has pointed out that the first building regulations of significance in England dated from 1189 when the Mayor of London made provisions dealing with party wall matters, obstruction of views and right to light. It was not until the rebuilding of London in the century after the Great Fire of 1666 that regulations were imposed which determined the appearance of many parts of the city with which we are familiar today. These related to four "rates" or types of house defined according to floor area, minimum height linked to specific street locations. In some favoured locations private landowners imposed more detailed design controls on the developments which they promoted for their urban landholdings, such as those around Bedford Square in London. These controls had the objective of maintaining the value of these projects against attempts to construct housing of inferior quality in the vicinity. This remains a valid reason today for developers to commission design codes for large residential developments which will take many years to complete.
It was not until the 1960s and 1970s that the current interest was revived in qualitative codes and design guides. This started as a reaction to the problems of monotonous and standardised suburban housing design dominated by standards imposed by highway engineers. It was inspired by the work of Gordon Cullen and the Townscape Movement, and the "Outrage" campaign in the Architectural Review Journal led by Ian Nairn.
1 The Essex Design Guide published in 1973 was the first of a continuing line of attempts to counter these problems through detailed residential design guides. It advocated a careful respect for local design traditions even though its advice often neglected the realities of financial viability. For example, it suggested wide frontage lots which would lead to increased infrastructure costs for developers and thus raise the selling price of houses, possibly beyond the reach of the local market.
The Last Decade
In 2003 the Deputy Prime Minister (himself a visitor to and admirer of Seaside, a new-urbanist development in Florida) announced, during a conference on Rational Urbanism at the Prince's Foundation, that the Government was undertaking re search into the potential for adopting design codes. The lines of contact between the Prince of Wales' Foundation and the U.S. New Urbanists have been very close since the building of a traditional urban extension at Poundbury on land belonging to the Duchy of Cornwall-a royal landholding. Now entering its second decade of development, this model community, 2006a, 2006b ) which set out the role of design coding and demonstrated how it could be incorporated into the British Planning system which is much less regulatory than that of the United States, leaves much to the discretion of the participants, and, of course, thus opens the door to endless litigious conflicts and work for lawyers. This may be the reason why the documents cited are largely concerned with process at the expense of guidance on the substance of design codes.
Carmona and Dann (2007) found a number of common factors in the codes they examined. These included a return to perimeter block urban forms, a desire to integrate with their surroundings, and often a conservative style exemplified by Seaside in the United States and Poundbury in the United Kingdom. An unfortunate by-product of this return to the traditional forms of residential buildings (at least in this author's opinion) has been the use of exceedingly small windows. Justified by developers as reflecting traditional forms, they happen to be a cheaper way of achieving a satisfactory thermal performance than using larger windows. Developers justify this practice by claiming that their neo-traditional designs sell better.
Fairfield Park and Upton
These are two implemented residential schemes, both of which used design codes and reveal the extent to which these codes are valuable in maintaining overall quality over an extended time periods with a multiplicity of developers. They can also claim some relative success in retaining a high quality of build out on with number of builders not especially noted for the quality of their developments.
At Fairfield Park, a former mental hospital and its surrounding parks and gardens has been transformed into a housing development of 1,200 houses sited in open country two miles north of Letchworth. Incidentally, this was the first English New Town. The mid-nineteenth-century hospital, a protected building of historic interest, has been transformed into apartments. The eight different house builders followed a design code that has consciously reinterpreted the Victorian style of the hospital. This has been used to justify the code's great control of detail, which includes brick window arches and even lays down a range of acceptable colours for painting the front door to the houses. A new primary school, community centre, small supermarket, and playgrounds have been provided within the landscape of mature trees and orchards. One surprising negative aspect of the project is that by virtue of having only one vehicular access from the existing road network and Fairfield Park's distance from neighbouring towns or villages it has become virtually a gated community (CABE, 2011a) . (Figures 3 to 5) The consistency of the development across the different parcels erected by eight house building firms using a wide variety of house types is due to the support of the local authority for the design code imposed by the landowner. It is ironic that the urban designer responsible for overseeing the code lost her job immediately after completion of the scheme as a result of public sector economies. This raises the issue of urban design in England being regarded as an optional function not strictly necessary to the execution of a Local Authority's statutory duties and therefore an easy target in a time of austerity.
Upton is an extension of the town of Northampton with 1,300 houses completed in the first stage. It is particularly notable for the introduction of a sustainable urban drainage system (SUD) on a large scale for the first time in England. A network of swales or ditches runs throughout the scheme. They are designed and landscaped so that surface water is collected and disposed of through the system and thus expensive underground surface water drainage and disposal systems are not required ( Figures  6 to 8 
The Oxford West End Design Code (OWEC)
This code is unusual in England in that most codes have been devised for residential areas-usually on the edge of towns. OWEC is for part of central Oxford-away from those ancient quarters of the dreaming spires of the University, which gives the city its reputation. It is an area which has seen change over the last fifty years including a bypass road, skating rink, further education college, car and bus parks, and housing, all developed in an incoherent way with no guiding plan ( Figure 9 ).
OWEC is also unusual in that most codes are delivery vehicles for plans that encapsulate a vision, i.e., a code is not a vision making tool. In the case of this part of Oxford, while change was expected with landholdings by colleges to be sold for development and semi derelict areas of land ripe for development, no plan existed. The code had to incorporate a degree of uncertainty as to future uses. Twenty-four sites had been identified for change. The Action Area plan gave a preferred range of uses for each site but no guidance on the form of development or its relation with the public realm. In the absence of a vision the Code had to provide clarity as to what would be considered acceptable design quality.
The author and Sue McGlynn, practising as Placemaking Asso ciates, were commissioned to prepare the design code in 2006 and it was adopted in 2008 at the start of the biggest financial crash for a century. This of course affected the expectations for disposal of the sites-property investment slowed down dra matically and none of the expected change took place. How ever, the code is still being used as the property market recov ers and a recent interview with officers of Oxford City Council Planning Department confirmed that, as interest was being revived, the code was proving a useful reference for discussion with potential developers (Oxford City Council, 2008) .
OWEC was innovative in a number of ways. It set out to be easily understood by those who had to operate it with a step by step guide to its use. Because of the uncertainly over uses, it proposed a variable street mesh depending on future uses, i.e., a finer mesh for residential streets as opposed to a coarser one for larger buildings. It proposed that any larger buildings should be sleeved with smaller units to avoid the large blank facades which are often the result of free standing buildings. Unlike most residential codes, it tried to establish a minimum of criteria for the design of the buildings and the examples chosen to illustrate the principles laid down were exclusively local.
Figures 6 to 8: Aerial view of Upton with the completed first phase, the swale drainage system and the interior of a residential block. (photos Google Earth and the author)
The code can be considered eclectic in that it draws on a number of approaches for its inspiration and often combines them in ways which may upset purists. For example, it uses a regulating plan drawn from New Urbanist practice and while ascribing to the principles of townscape it uses concepts drawn from Space Syntax to establish how and where variations from standard street design should occur (Figures 9 to 12 ).
In the words of the Government inspector who carried out an evaluation of the West End Action Plan:
"The West End Design Code is a comprehensive document based on a combination of general urban design principles and the place-specific qualities of Oxford City centre and the West End. Its priority is to set the relationships between building facades and the public realm, the form and mass of buildings in relation to one another, and the scale and types of streets and urban blocks. It has sought to identify the least number of most significant and long-lasting elements of the public realm of the West End in order to provide a flexible framework for the generation of a new, successful and highly locally distinctive public realm. I consider that this innovative Design Code, which has been commissioned specifically for the West End, will ensure that local features that make the area distinctive are considered and built upon in its renaissance. " (Bussey, 2008, p. 12) 
Conclusions
This section is based on a number of published studies (Street, 2007) and interviews with the planning officers charged with implementing codes both in Oxford, as noted above, and with as yet unpublished evaluations of design codes carried out by the author in France (Samuels, 1999) . The most striking finding of these interviews was how difficult codes proved to be in use, especially if they have to be implemented by professionals who have not been associated with their production. This is not only the case where consultants have been contracted to produce the code but also where staff changes in local government have replaced officers who may have had a close involvement in the production of the instrument and therefore must be assumed to have been familiar with its operation.
Codes are regarded with some suspicion by architects in that they "represent a threat to designers' creative autonomy" (Street, 2007, p. 5) . This in spite of the fact that some of our best loved places have been designed according to design codes and that architects concerned with buildings as unique objects are often unconcerned with the public realm that these buildings produce. The argument has also been raised that the detailed codes remove the need for an architect and therefore constitute a threat to their employment prospects.
Street's survey found that 22% of architects surveyed (the total number of responses to a postal survey was 207) agreed that codes were a good thing while 39% disagreed. One anonymous respondent observed that "they were a reaction to the dreadful mess that we made . . . you know, with the normal private housing estates, the cul de sac crap that we produced right across the country that was simply allowing builders to do what they wanted" (Street, 2007, p. 11) .
The point must be that architects are controlled by their clients and in the case of the major house builders this means repeating standard house types on the most economical layouts-so that the possibility of the architect being free to innovate in design is in most cases a myth. However, if codes result in avoiding the worst 25% of development perhaps missing the 5% of iconic projects is a price worth paying.
Those developments in England which have used design codes tend to appeal to the better off and younger purchasers. They have thus been accused of social exclusion in that they tend to be more expensive schemes. This claim is supported by some evidence at Upton where a two bedroom apartment costs more than the average home in the locality (Street, 2007, p. 33) . The character of Fairfield Park as a virtual, if not literal, gated community has been pointed out and these types of development are distinguished by their social exclusivity.
It is also more difficult to impose a design code where the housing market is less buoyant. For example the Dorset market town where Poundbury has been developed is a wealthier area than South Manchester where a code was proposed for the district of Hulme.
It is claimed that the use of design codes reduce the time taken to achieve planning permissions for new developments. However, these assertions do not take into account the time and resources needed to prepare the design code in advance of the application.
In summary, it is suggested that any code must pass the PEST test. The code has to demonstrate four types of feasibility:
• Political -acceptable to the local authority;
• Economic -it must be capable of meeting the market con text, if not it will not get built;
• Social -acceptable to both future inhabitants and existing neighbours;
• Technical -it must satisfy standards for highways, mainte nance, and environmental impacts.
Furthermore, it is suggested that any code must obey five commandments. It must be:
• Precise, in its demands of developers
• Positive, in emphasisng what should be built rather than what should be avoided;
• Prescriptive, in giving stakeholders an argued justification for the content of the code;
• Prioritising its impacts on the public realm, which must be its main concern;
• Produced by design enquiry and stakeholder involvement.
The author hopes that this article and the lessons from these experiences may contribute to similar efforts in other contexts.
